
Baptism in the Episcopal Church 
 

History 

 

Washing in water is a universal symbol of purification.  Muslims 

perform ablutions before prayers; Hindus bathe in the sacred river 

Ganges. 

 

Jewish rites of immersion occurred on occasions of purification (for 

example, after healing from disease or touching a dead body) and 

when converts were welcomed into the community.  The baptism of 

John the Baptist, which was a baptism of repentance and rededication, 

grew out of these practices. 

 

Jesus’ disciples appear to have baptized their converts even during 

Jesus’ lifetime, though Jesus himself did not baptize (John 4:1-2).  

Upon appearing to his disciples at the resurrection, Jesus commanded 

them to go and baptize all nations (Matthew 28:19). 

 

In the apostolic period, the apostles sometimes baptized thousands on 

a single day (Acts 2:41) and frequently baptized whole households 

together (e.g. Acts 18:8).  For the first three hundred years of the 

church, baptism was a very serious step, since committed Christians 

might be called upon to be tortured or die for their faith.  Candidates, 

who were usually adults, underwent a rigorous program of formation 

known as the catechumenate, sometimes lasting for three years.  

Catechumens were sent out of the service after the Peace.  Baptism 

took place during the Easter Vigil, by full immersion in the water, and 

was accompanied by a full-body anointing.  After baptism, the new 

Christians were clothed in a white robe.  Women deacons had a crucial 

role in the service because baptism was in the nude for both genders.  

It was only after baptism that the catechumens were allowed into the 

church for the communion service and received their final instruction 

in the faith.  Some took baptism so seriously that they were baptized 

only on their deathbeds, for fear of lapsing back into sin after baptism. 

 

One recipient of deathbed baptism was the Emperor Constantine, who 

made Christianity legal in the Roman Empire in 313.  Later in the 

fourth century, it became the official religion.  This led to the gradual 

decline of adult baptism and the catechumenate; as baptism became 

more common and less risky, it took place earlier in life and was 

accompanied by less intensive instruction.  By the Middle Ages, 

everyone was baptized within a few days of birth if possible, for fear of 

dying while still in original sin. 

 

A rediscovery of baptismal theology occurred during the Reformation, 

when reformers examined and frequently rejected the assumptions of 

the medieval church.  Some (known as Anabaptists, the forebears of 

today’s Amish, Mennonites and Baptists) went so far as to declare that 

only adult, “believers’” baptism was valid.  Others argued that since 

whole households were baptized in the apostolic period, these must 

have included children. 

 

In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, baptismal theology was 

again lost as “christening” became essentially a private, social rite.  

Over the past 75 years, liturgical reform has taken place that 

advocates the reincorporation of baptism into its proper place within 

the gathered church community; there has been a rediscovery of its 

multiple meanings (outlined below), and there is a growing 

movement toward making its symbolism vivid by immersing 

candidates, or at least using lots of water, rather than sprinkling, 

dabbing or dribbling it. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Theology 

 

At least half a dozen different theological themes are present in 

baptism.  A good summary of the theology of baptism can be found in 



the Catechism, on page 858 of the Prayer Book, though it is by no 

means the last word.  The most important theological meanings of 

baptism are: 

 

Death and resurrection with Christ 

Incorporation into the Church (the body of Christ, the family of God) 

New birth 

Reception of the Holy Spirit 

Washing away of sin 

Profession of faith 

 

Several of these themes are beautifully expressed in the prayers over 

the water during the baptism service, on page 306 of the Prayer Book. 

 

The four major occasions for baptism – the Easter Vigil, Pentecost, All 

Saints’, and the Baptism of Jesus – each reflect one or more of these 

themes.  Pentecost emphasizes the reception of the Holy Spirit and 

incorporation into the Church.  All Saints’ emphasizes profession of 

faith in communion with the Church past, present and future.  The 

Baptism of Jesus emphasizes the sharing of Christ’s experience, 

including death, resurrection and the reception of the Holy Spirit, as 

well as participation in the Jewish roots and apostolic heritage of the 

Church.  The Easter Vigil, with its vast canvas covering the entire story 

of our faith, includes and transcends all the themes, but death and 

resurrection with Christ and new birth are paramount. 

 

Baptisms are also encouraged on occasions when the Bishop visits the 

parish church; this emphasizes the incorporation of new Christians in 

the context of the whole Church, of which the Bishop is a 

representative. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Preparation for Baptism and the Vows we Make 

 

One’s baptism, or that of one’s child, is an opportunity for the family 

to come into the church community or into deeper participation in it, 

and for the whole community to reflect on the meaning of Christian 

commitment as they renew their baptismal vows along with the 

candidate and his or her sponsors.  Preparation for baptism is a chance 

for the sponsors (or adult candidates) to do three things: 

 

1.  Learn about the Bible and the Church 

2.  Share their own faith story and hear others’ 

3.  Think about how to serve God and raise the child (or live 

themselves) as a Christian. 

 

Examination of the baptismal service shows that these three goals are 

present in the promises and prayers of the service itself.   

 

Learning about the Bible and the Church  

 

The Episcopal Church does not regard Scripture as the verbally 

inspired, infallible word of God, but rather as a Spirit-inspired, 

ongoing revelation that takes the form of a single story revealed to 

many people in many ways over many centuries.  The theme of the 

story is God’s calling of a people (first the people of Israel, then the 

people of the whole world) to be God’s people, the people’s turning 

away, and God’s repeated redemption of them.  The prayer over the 

water (Prayer Book, 306) provides a beautiful summary of this story as 

it appears in the symbolism of Baptism.  Baptism is especially 

appropriate at the Easter Vigil because in the context of that service 

we hear over again the whole story, from Creation through Exodus, 

exile, return to the promised land, and finally the redemption in 

Christ and the hope of a new creation.  The Easter Vigil readings and 

their accompanying collects appear in the Prayer Book on pages 288-

291, and to read them is an excellent brief overview of the Old 

Testament part of the story.  The New Testament part is conveniently 

summarized in the Apostles’ Creed that forms the first part of the 

Baptismal Covenant (Prayer Book, 304).   



Although the Creeds are at the center of the community’s confession 

of faith, it is the community’s confession of faith, not the individual’s, 

and the individual should not feel shamed or excluded if he or she 

does not believe, or cannot say, all parts of the Creeds with equal 

fervor.  The community can embrace diverse understandings of these 

ancient words, and literal assent is not demanded.  Simply saying the 

Creeds with others Sunday after Sunday can open the way to a deeper 

and more complex understanding of them that would be impossible if 

we waited to say them until we “believed” every word.   

 

Baptismal preparation is also a good time to learn about the Church, 

especially our own Anglican/Episcopal tradition, with its emphasis on 

Scripture, Tradition, and Reason as the three sources of knowledge of 

God and the life of faith (some would add a fourth, Experience).  

Historical documents of the Anglican tradition can be found at pages 

864-878 of the Prayer Book, and the Catechism sections on the 

Scriptures (853) and the Church (854) are also useful.   

 

Sharing the faith story  

 

Look at the promises made by the sponsors (Prayer Book, 302) and the 

last five questions of the Baptismal Covenant (304-305).  What do we 

think we mean when we renounce Satan and the forces of evil and 

choose to obey and follow Christ?  In ancient times, candidates for 

baptism made the renunciations facing the west (the direction of 

sunset, judgment and the end times), then physically turned around to 

make the commitment to Christ facing the east (the direction of 

sunrise and resurrection).  How will the baptismal 

sponsor’s/candidate’s life be changed by making these vows?  What is 

hard, challenging or surprising about these vows?  What is welcoming, 

affirming and encouraging? 

 

The last five questions of the Baptismal Covenant provide an excellent 

summary of what the life of faith looks like “on the ground.”  The 

Covenant includes promises to participate in the life of the church, 

resist evil and repent of sin, proclaim the Good News by word and 

example, serve Christ in all persons, and strive for justice and peace.  

Of course, nobody ever fully lives up to these standards, and very few 

of us even come close.  A helpful image is that of the life of faith as a 

journey with a double goal:  to live out these vows fully and to achieve 

union with God in eternity.  Different people are in different stages of 

the journey, but we can all help each other along the road, and the 

church community provides an ongoing “way station” to meet and 

refresh oneself with fellow travelers. 

 

Thinking about how to serve God and raise the child (or live oneself) 

as a Christian 

   

When we bring our children to baptism, we vow to “be responsible for 

seeing that the child you present is brought up in the Christian faith 

and life.” (BCP 302)  This is a tall order, especially in a materialistic, 

violent, sex-obsessed society like ours.  Here are a few ways to go 

about it. 

 

 Become regular members of the church.  The church is 

uniquely suited to be the “village” that it takes to raise a child.  

Its members vow during the baptismal service to do “all in 

their power to support” the candidates in their life in Christ.  

Fellow church members can do anything from sitting with a 

squirming child during the service so parents can have a little 

peace, to being Sunday School and youth group leaders, to 

becoming special friends and mentors to children as they 

grow.  If nothing else, they show children that their parents are 

not alone in trying to live as Christians. 

 Begin some kind of ritual at home.  You don’t have to 

rearrange your entire home life, but deciding to take one or 

more nights a week to have a family dinner, light candles, and 

pray together can make a peaceful center to a hectic family 

life.  The family that prays together, stays together.  Prayers 

don’t have to be long, and you don’t have to make them up; 

there are many beautiful prayers in the Prayer Book (814-841).  

Read and discuss Scripture together, or tell each other what 

you are thankful for and what you wish for.  Observe the 

church year with an Advent wreath, Lenten disciplines or 



offerings, and Easter eggs.  Light your child’s baptismal candle 

on the anniversary of their baptism. 

 Set an example - consciously.  When you do volunteer work, 

give money to charity, treat an annoying relative with 

compassion, refuse to buy the products of companies that 

abuse human rights or the environment, or make another 

decision motivated by morality or faith, your children will 

notice.  You can explain to them what you’re doing, and why, 

without bragging:  “I’m doing this because this is what 

Christians do.” 

 Answer questions honestly.  Parents can get very nervous when 

their children ask questions about God, but children don’t need 

definitive answers as much as they need to know that it’s OK to 

ask the questions.  You don’t have to know all the answers; God 

is beyond the knowledge of adults and children alike.  Don’t be 

afraid to say “I don’t know” and continue the conversation.  

You and your child can wonder about God and explore 

questions of faith together.  If you’re faced with a real stumper, 

you can always encourage your child to ask the priest! 

 Turn off the TV.  The scientific evidence is mounting that TV 

is simply bad for children in any but the most minimal 

amounts; and are the values of TV programs, and particularly 

commercials, really the ones we want our children to be 

absorbing?  TV wants to make us into pure consumers; is that 

what God wants? 

 Get outside with your kids.  Modern children are frequently 

cut off from the glory of God’s creation.  Take a walk in the 

woods every so often to reconnect with nature and get some 

exercise.  A sense of wonder may be the most valuable thing 

parents can transmit to their kids. 

 Lastly, and possibly most importantly, read to your children 

and provide them with quality children’s literature.  There is 

no substitute for stories and the life of the imagination for a 

child’s developing mind.  Children need to be able to 

encounter on their own terms (not in a preprogrammed 

“entertainment” format) stories that are subtle and challenging 

enough to become part of their ongoing imaginative life.  Start 

with Grimm’s Fairy Tales, and from age 4 or 5 onward give 

them C. S. Lewis, Laura Ingalls Wilder, Winnie the Pooh, E. 

Nesbit, Lloyd Alexander, The Wind in the Willows, Brian 

Jacques, Madeleine L’Engle, Susan Cooper, Joan Aiken, Arthur 

Ransome, The Phantom Tollbooth, Watership Down, J. R. R. 

Tolkien, Ursula LeGuin, and whatever else seems good at the 

public library.  (Harry Potter won’t hurt them, but it won’t do 

much all by itself, either.)  The three Christian virtues are 

faith, hope and charity:  to believe in the invisible, to go 

forward when all seems lost, and to love the unlovable.  A 

child nurtured on good kids’ books will know these three 

virtues intuitively, in his or her bones.  Nothing on TV comes 

close. 

 

The prayer over the newly baptized (BCP 308) asks God to “give them 

an inquiring and discerning heart, the courage to will and to 

persevere, a spirit to know and to love you, and the gift of joy and 

wonder in all your works.”  Children nourished by caring parents and 

godparents who set an example, take their faith questions seriously, 

and provide simple home rituals, the love of a church community, 

judicious restrictions on TV, exposure to God’s creation, and plenty of 

good books, will have all of these things. 


